Nearly 10 years ago I found myself in China speaking to a large group of public-sector personnel officers about action learning and, in particular, giving detailed examples of action learning that was being applied at that time across British public sector organisations to tackle individual, organisational and systemic issues. The day was conducted through simultaneous translation. The translator was highly skilled and there were plenty of questions and lots of dialogue. But of course, without any Mandarin or Cantonese, how can I really know what might have been lost or gained in translation. At that time one strong impression I brought away was an apparent contrast between the emphasis I was familiar with in the British public sector, which combined leadership development with tackling complex problems, often over a period of many months or years, and the focus of these representatives of the Chinese public sector which was on short-cycle problem-solving. At the time I simply noted the diversity of ways in which people translate action learning ideas into different contexts.
